Abstract. Nuchal humps, crests, combs, horns or gibbosities occur in the predorsal region of many kinds of bony fishes, usually on top of the head. The role of such humps, when dimorphic, has been suggested in a few instances but never tested. We explored the function of the nuchal hump in a Nicaraguan cichlid fish, 'Cichlasoma' citrinellum. In nature, the male develops a modest hump only when ready to mate; it never becomes as large as in well-fed captive males. We entertained two sets of hypotheses, non-communicatory and communicatory, to explain the hump. Based on information about behaviour and natural history, we rejected the non-communicatory hypotheses, which were fat storage, mechanical advantage in a fight, improved hydrodynamics and anti-predation. Among the communicatory hypotheses, we favoured a supernormal-stimulus response, suggesting inter-and intra-sexual selection. We also considered recognition of sex and species, as indicated by a unimodal response by females or an inverse supernormal response by males. We tested these hypotheses by presenting to male and to female subjects four dummies whose nuchal humps varied from none to medium to large to huge. The results were interpreted in light of additional information about natural history. The hypothesis of sex recognition is the most parsimonious. If sexual selection is operating, it would be a unique case of conflicting sensory filters: one would favour an enlarged hump that indicates male fitness, opposed by another filter that discriminates against a yet larger hump that interferes with species recognition.
Prior to the second publication of Fisher's 1930 book on sexual selection in 1958, conspicuous sexually dimorphic traits were regularly explained as adaptations for the recognition of species and sometimes sex (West-Eberhard 1983; Andersson 1994) . Today, however, male 'ornamentation' that is obvious to us is routinely considered the result of sexual selection (e.g. Hamilton 1990; Andersson 1994). The possible role of such traits in species and sex recognition has received progressively less attention with the ascendance of the new perspective.
According to Andersson (1994) , any trait has been sexually selected if it evolved as a consequence of competition for reproduction with other members of the species. This line of thinking was inspired by observation of exaggerated morphological differences between the sexes. Also included, however, are subtler differences such as acoustic or chemical signals, or behaviour itself. Monogamous species, too, may be sexually selected (Darwin 1871; Møller 1992; Arnold & Duvall 1994) .
Disproving sexual selection is thus difficult and typically out of the question in the laboratory. Experiments have therefore concentrated on behavioural mechanisms that are consistent with predictions made by sexual selection theory. First and foremost is the demonstration of female Dedicated to Wolfgang Wickler on the occasion of his 65th birthday, and in recognition of his many contributions to the field of ethology.
